For the past three decades the rate of incarceration in the U.S. has steadily and dramatically increased to the point where it is higher than it has ever been anywhere before. As a society, we are embarking on an unprecedented social experiment: the extensive use of mass incarceration as our response to crime. An underappreciated aspect of this boom in incarceration is the Biron law of imprisonment^-that all prisoners (except for the very few who die while incarcerated) eventually return to society. In 2002, 630,000 individuals (over 1,700 per day) reentered society, a vast change from the 150,000 annual prison releases of 30 years ago. Many of these individuals are released to urban communities already burdened with high rates of crime, poverty and addiction.
After a six year stint as head of the National Institute of Justice and before becoming the president of the John Jay College of Criminal Justice, Jeremy Travis spent five years as a Senior Fellow at The Urban Institute studying the phenomenon of prisoner reentry. This book is the result of his studies. It focuses only on issues related to the reentry of people from federal and state prisons, not jails, of which there are about ten times as many annual releases. It also does not address health care within correctional facilities.
The book gives an excellent overview of the problem of increased imprisonment. It is divided into three parts: 1) how sentencing policies have changed and created this new reality, 2) how the current realities of incarceration and reentry affect seven policy domains and 3) suggested new policy directions.
The first part goes into some detail in describing the changes in sentencing policies that began in the 1970s. Prior to that, judges, correctional administrators and parole boards had considerable autonomy in determining the length of incarceration, and there was a common goal of rehabilitation and re-integration. Defense lawyers and activists on the left, concerned about racial and class disparities, pushed for limiting discretion in sentencing. Concurrently, political conservatives on the right, concerned about rising crime and questionable effectiveness of rehabilitation programs, pushed for limiting discretion. The result was a series of sentencing reform bills such as Btruth in sentencing^Bmandatory minimums^and Bthree strikes and you're out^that removed discretion and substantially contributed to mass incarceration. Furthermore, a series of Bcollateral sanctions^were imposed including reduced access to jobs, housing, welfare, voting rights and even parental rights. Current correctional sentencing policy and practice has no unifying philosophy. BJust desserts, retribution, and incapacitation for crime control purposes^are more often championed than rehabilitation. Whatever the underlying philosophy of incarceration, however, the sheer numbers of individuals returning to society require that we address the problem of reentry.
The second part views the reality of reentry from seven different perspectivespublic safety, families and children, work, housing, public health, civic identity, and community capacity. Each description includes examples of successes and suggested policy changes.
The third part goes beyond the small demonstration programs and minor policy changes and proposes a framework for policy reform. This part is a Bhow to^for implementing necessary policy changes, including five guiding principles for successful reentry-prepare for reentry, build bridges between prisons and communities, seize the moment of release, strengthen the concentric circles of support and promote successful reintegration.
This book provides an excellent a review of current research and knowledge on incarceration and reentry (although it could emphasize more the dramatic contribution of the epidemic of drug use to incarceration and the public health imperative to address the massive burden of disease in this population). However it also provides much more. The stated goal is Bto promote new ways of thinking, encourage innovation, challenge existing orthodoxy, and spur policy reform.Ĥ opefully it will succeed. This book should be read by all who are concerned about urban health, crime, incarceration and social justice.
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